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An intervention booklet for a young person experiencing emotional barriers to school attendance (EBSA)

This document has been developed by Cognus Educational Psychology Service (EPS) to support the use of principles detailed in our EBSA guidance. This document is intended to be used by a professional such as an ELSA, Specialist Support Worker or equivalent, to support discussions with a young person (YP) who has difficulties with attending school due to emotional barriers. It is important that this intervention is part of wider action plan to support the young person’s wellbeing and education.

These sessions should be completed on a 1:1 basis in an environment that is deemed safe and secure for the young person. Ideally this would take place in school, however it may be the case that an alternative setting such as within the home is deemed appropriate given the young person’s anxieties related to school. The intervention should be completed in a quiet room with no distractions. Typically, this intervention would take place for 45 minutes to an hour on a weekly basis, but it might be the case that short and more frequent sessions are appropriate.





[bookmark: _Toc180757289]Session 1
[bookmark: _Toc180757290]What is anxiety?

[image: diagram of fight or flight symptoms in the body]Anxiety is something that everyone experiences. It is our body’s natural reaction to stress or danger. Anyone can experience anxiety; in fact we all feel anxious from time to time. 
Millions of years ago, the fight, flight, freeze response was developed in humans to keep us safe. This in-built mechanism has evolved over the years and warns us when we are in danger. This alarm triggers us to either fight a situation, run away from it, or freeze. 
When we experience this response, it can feel extremely uncomfortable in our bodies. There are many different symptoms the fight or flight response can trigger.
It is important to note that everyone experiences these body symptoms differently. How one person experiences anxiety may not look the same for other people. 
The body sensations can make individuals feel like they are in physical danger. It’s important to remember you are not, it is just your fight or flight response kicking in.

Video to watch on the fight/flight/freeze response:
Fight Flight Freeze – A Guide to Anxiety for Kids (youtube.com) – KS2 and 3
Fight Flight Freeze – Anxiety Explained For Teens (youtube.com) – KS4 and 5 





[bookmark: _Toc180757291]What does anxiety look like for me?
The following discussion points and activities can be used to explore the YP’s own anxieties. 
· Explore the fight, flight, freeze response – can they relate to this? Can they think of examples about when they have exhibited each of these responses? 
· What name would you give the feeling that you experience when you think about going to school? 
· If it was a thing, what would it look like? What would it say? 
· How does the…get in the way of you attending school? When is…in charge and when are you in charge? 
· Ask them to draw how their body feels when they are worried. 
· A life graph or path can help them to tell you their ‘story so far’ and what they would want in the future.

[bookmark: _Toc180757292]What makes me anxious at school?
The following discussion points and activities can be used to explore in further detail the YP’s anxieties as it relates to school. 
· Think about your thoughts and feelings about school and what would these look like if they could be drawn? 
· Use the school wellbeing cards by Dr Jerricah Holder to identify risk and resilience factors and discuss with a young person how these could be either reduced or amplified.
· Use an anxiety thermometer, a scale or RAG rate their timetable to ask the young person what aspects of school they find difficult. Some areas to consider include: 
· The physical environment (e.g. toilets, corridors, assembly hall) 
· Times of the day or social interactions (e.g. arriving at school, play and breaktimes, lining up to go into school or classroom, lunchtimes, going home, changing for PE) 
· Particular lessons or activities within lessons (e.g. writing, working as part of a group, reading aloud, verbally answering a question).

[bookmark: _Toc180757293]Record here key information about what makes the young person feel anxious about school: 

What keeps anxiety going?
When we experience high levels of worry, it can impact on how we think, feel, and behave. First, you might experience feelings in your body (like shaking, sweaty hands, or your heart racing). Because of this, you might start thinking anxiously, such as “I can’t do this”.  You might then try to avoid going to that place or try to be near someone who can help. The table below provides an example of potential thoughts, feelings, and behaviours about school. Add any more that relate to you. 
What if I can’t do the work…
What if everyone laughs at me…
Heart beats fast, butterflies, headaches





Avoidance of school

[bookmark: _Toc180757294]


[bookmark: _Toc180757295]Discuss together different scenarios which generally make people feel anxious, as well as those with relate to how they feel, and practise identifying feelings and behaviours as well as physical body signs. 
Identify a task for them to work on before your next session. 

Session 2: 
Thought patterns 
The way we think about a situation impacts how we will feel. If we are thinking in an anxious way, we are more likely to overestimate the danger, and underestimate how well we can cope in the situation. For example, if a teacher is to ask you a question in class and you think:

“I’m going to get the answer wrong and everyone will laugh at me”

                                                            



You are more likely to not answer the question and avoid answering them in future.                                                                                        
Whereas, if you were to instead think:

“I’m going to try and answer this question, it might be wrong but if it is I’ll know the answer for next time”






We are less likely to feel anxious about answering and will be more inclined to continue answering them, building our confidence.
Identify together a series of helpful and unhelpful ways of thinking in relation to experiences that the young person regularly has. 


Certain types of patterns tend to trap us in anxiety. These are called thinking traps. Everyone falls into thinking traps for different reasons and will have anxious thoughts about a range of different situations. The first step is to recognise if there are any thinking traps that you fall into. 
[image: Unhelpful Thinking Styles - Prevention Coalition]What thinking traps do you fall into?
[bookmark: _Toc180757296]Changing how you think about school
Changing what you think about something can change how you feel and what your body does. Have a look at these two examples. EXPECTING THE BEST


THINKING THE WORST

Red, unhelpful thoughts are negative self-talk. For example, if you have to do a speech in front of the class, a red thought could be “I’m so bad at talking in front of the class”, or “I’m going to mess this up and look like an idiot”.
Green, helpful thoughts are when you tell yourself something positive. Think about the same situation and doing a speech in front of the class. Positive, helpful and powerful green thoughts could be “I’ll practise and try my best” or “I don’t really like talking in class, but I’ve done it before and it’s not so bad”.
If you recognise that you may have some red thoughts, then remember to STOP:
[image: The Safety Supply Company - Traffic Stop Octagon sign Large - Class 1 Ref BSEN 12899-1 2001 - 750mm Oct. - Reflective - 3mm Aluminium - [AS-TR15-ALU]]S stands for: are you feeling scared?
T stands for: what are you thinking?
O points you towards other helpful thoughts. 
P is to praise yourself for using these steps and plan for next time. 
In the table below, write down some of the ‘red’ thoughts you might have about school. Next to them, think about how you can change them to ‘green’ thoughts. To help you, here are some questions that you can ask yourself:Have I been in this situation before? was it really that bad?
?


Am I 100% sure this will happen?


What’s the worst thing that can really happen?


Am I the only person who has had to deal with this before? 



Is there a chance that it could go well?





Spend time working through a range of different thoughts and alternatives, and identify two which the young person will work on before the next session. 
	Red thoughts
	Changing to Green thoughts

	e.g. I can’t do it, I can’t go to all of those lessons. 
	e.g. I can’t go to all of those lessons YET, but I think I might be able to go to Art as that used to be my favourite lesson. 

	
	



	


	


[bookmark: _Toc180757297]Session 3:
[bookmark: _Toc180757298]Behaviour experiments
Our thoughts are not always true, they can sometimes be unhelpful and stop us from doing things that we want to. A helpful tool to test red thoughts is completing a behaviour experiment.
[image: behavioural experiments – Firefly: Light in the Dark]Below is an example of how to fill out a behaviour experiment form. The teacher asked me the question, I got it wrong, and nobody said anything. 
My prediction was not accurate. I was using the ‘jumping to conclusions’ thinking trap. 


If I get a question wrong in maths everyone in the class will laugh.
I will go to my lessons, I will plan with my teacher to ask me a question and I will plan the wrong answer with them.
Where: school
When: next maths lesson.
My prediction will come true if everyone laughs.
90%









Identify together a behaviour experiment the young person can complete and work through this form together. 
[image: behavioural experiments – Firefly: Light in the Dark]





[bookmark: _Toc92704872][bookmark: _Toc180757299]What happens when you avoid school?

When you are worrying about school, it can seem like the best thing to do is to avoid the situation, and this can make you feel better initially. However, the more time away from the thing that is worrying you is going to make it even more difficult to go back, and your worries will increase. This is often because you will miss out on learning, friendships and all the other things that happen in school. We can see this in the diagram below. 









[bookmark: _Toc180757300]
What do you do if you feel like this?
Most importantly, it will be helpful to talk to somebody about how you are feeling, it can feel scary and that’s ok. There are other young people who also feel this way and with support and help from adults around you, it can get better. The best thing that you can do is to agree a plan with your parents and school to manage those big feelings and take small steps towards going back to school. Take a chance! Once you are at school, it may not seem as bad.
[bookmark: _Toc180757301]How can your school help?
There are lots of things that can be done in school to support you. It will be helpful to make sure that your parents and teachers know how you are feeling and sharing your views about what makes school better or worse for you. Tick which of these strategies would help you.
	Teachers knowing and recognise how you are feeling.
	

	Give you a key person to talk to
	

	Find a safe space you can go to
	

	Communicate with your parents
	

	Make changes to your timetable
	

	Help you with your school work
	

	Help you to build friendships
	

	Celebrate your successes.
	

	Support to help you manage how you are feeling
	



What else would help?

[bookmark: _Toc180757302]Planning your first steps towards attending school
It would be helpful to think of all the situations you are currently avoiding in school. At the top of the ladder, put those which make you feel most anxious and worried (e.g. lunch time or particular lessons). At the bottom of the ladder, put the situations you avoid that don’t bother you as much (e.g. bus travelling to school). Give each statement a rating from 0-100% based on how much worry you experience. Then, with the support of your family and school, a plan will be put in place to approach each of these situations, starting from the bottom, which should be the least anxious situation. Be proud of yourself for each situation you face. You may want to think about a way to treat yourself for each step. 
	Most anxiety

Least anxiety

[image: ]

	Situation
	Anxiety
(0-100%)

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


To help you on your journey back to school, it will be important to make sure you get back into the usual routines for school. When did you go to bed? When did you pack your school bag? What time did you wake up? When did you have breakfast and get dressed? It can be difficult to get used to this again so try and start now, so it is easier on your first day back. 
Identify a series of actions that the young person will work on before the next session. 
[bookmark: _Toc180757303]Session 4
[bookmark: _Toc180757304]How we can regulate ourselves when feeling anxious:
It will be helpful to practice some of these different grounding techniques with the young person to support them to develop a tool box of healthy coping strategies. 
[image: Square Breathing]
A common physical symptom of anxiety is fast and shallow breathing. To reduce this, breathing strategies are useful to return to a normal rhythm. One way of doing this is using squared breathing: 
Other breathing techniques: Breathing techniques - YouTube

[image: Beat Stress this DeStress Monday with Progressive Muscle Relaxation]


Muscle relaxation is a way to release the tenseness that our body creates when we feel anxious.
Healthy Minds Lincolnshire- Progressive Muscle Relaxation (youtube.com)

[image: Unwind This Monday With the 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique]


When experiencing anxiety and stress, we can often be in our thoughts and not aware of what is around us. One way to come back to the present moment is using a grounding technique called 54321, involving focusing on the senses. This can be done anywhere – home, classroom, out in the community.
[image: Coping statements/ thoughts are truthful positive statements used to  replace the negative and untrue thoughts that take-over when you feel… |  Instagram]


Another element of anxiety is unhelpful thoughts. Our thoughts can often contribute to lower confidence and self-esteem. One way of trying to change this is developing positive coping thoughts, to remind ourselves of when our unhelpful thoughts surface. 


Another idea is to create a self-soothe box.
Self-soothe boxes can be created in the form of a spare pencil case. They will use items that are soothing for the senses, helping to calm you down in any situation. Examples of items that can go inside are:
Olfactory/smell: your favourite smell, lavender drops on a tissue, vanilla, camomile etc – it must be personal to you.
Touch/concentration: hairbands to flick on wrist, bubble wrap, velvet, poppits, small fidget toys, rubiks cube, pens/pencils to colour in.
Visual: photos/memories that are important to you, such photos/images of future motivations that will inspire you.
Taste: chewing gum, peppermints, sucking sweets. 
Further information: How to Make a Self-Soothe Box | Young Person Blog | YoungMinds

What grounding techniques do you find most helpful?




What grounding techniques do you find least helpful?




What tool will you try to use next time you’re feeling anxious? (these could then be added to the exposure ladder) 








[bookmark: _Toc180757305]Session 5:
Card sort – what helps?
The following card sort may support conversations with children who find it hard to communicate their thoughts or feelings. You may already have your own resources (such as the School Wellbeing Cards by Dr Jerricah Holder, or The ATTEND Framework). You may not complete all the below sections, pick those that seem most relevant to the YP. 
Here is an example script you might like to use to introduce the activity:
These cards will help us to think about how you can be supported to feel happy and safe in school. You can tell me which “would help me” or “would not help me”. If there is a card which makes no difference, you could put it to one side. There might also be other things that might help you go to school. We can write these on the blank cards. Then we might talk about/draw things that help you to be happy and safe to go to school.






	Would Help Me
[image: ]
	Would Not Help Me
[image: ]




	Help to leave the house in the morning.

[image: ]
	Talk me through/draw/write about your morning routine.
What does that feel like for you? 
Is this better/worse after weekends and holidays?
What would your ideal morning routine look like?
What would you change if you could?







	Changing the way I travel to or from school. 
[image: ][image: ]
[image: ]
	Talk me through/draw/write about your journey to/from school.
What transport do you use?
Who do you travel with?
Does anything happen along the way?
What does that feel like for you?
What emotions would you identify?
When are these emotions strongest?
What would your ideal journey look like?
What would you change if you could?

	Help to return to school after a long time off.
[image: ]

	How would you score your desire to go back to school (e.g., 1 – 10)?
What might make you more or less likely to want to return to school?










	A chance to visit my school and/or teachers before going for the whole day.

[image: ]
	When might you like to visit?
Who would you like to see?
Would you like to ask them questions or do an activity?








	Help to get to know my teachers and/or make new friends in school.
[image: ]

	Is there anybody who you would like to get to know?












	A way to speak to my parent/carer during the day.
[image: ][image: ]
	Who would you like to speak to during the day?
When would be best?
How would you like to do this?











	Someone to stay with my parent/carer in the day time.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

	Why do they need someone to stay with them? (E.g., illness, caring responsibilities, helping with a family business)
Who/what might help them if you came to school?
What might they say if I asked them?








	A change to my lessons and/or subjects.
[image: ]

	Which lessons are good/not so good?
Why is this? (e.g., trouble keeping up, work is difficult or boring, teacher actions, behaviour management, peer difficulties)
Are there any lessons you have enjoyed previously?
What made them good?
What would you change if you could?






	Help with the work in my lessons or to catch up on learning that I have missed.
[image: ]
	Which lessons are harder than others?
Why is this? (e.g., teaching style, curriculum content, lack of equipment, unmet learning needs, peer difficulties)
Are there any lessons you have found easier?
What made them easier?
What would you change if you could?







	Support for when people are unkind or bully me in school.

[image: ]
	What happens?
Have you ever experienced this? (You may want to sensitively ask who is involved, what this looks like)
Where does bullying happen in school?
Are teachers aware of this? What do they do?
Is there anything else you’d like teachers to do to help?




	[image: ]More people to talk to or spend time with at school.

	What do you normally do at break and lunch times?
Do you have friends at school?
Who would you count as a friend?
Is there anything you’d like teachers to do to help?








	Help to feel like I fit in at school.	
[image: ]

	What makes you feel this way?
Is there anything you would like to change?
Is there anything you would like others to know or understand better about you?










	Other people to understand me/my needs.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

	What makes you feel this way?
Is there anybody who does understand you?
What do they do differently?
Is there anything you would like others to know or understand better about you?
What would happen differently if they did?








	Help me to feel less tired at school.
[image: ]
	Tell me about your typical sleep/bedtime routine.
How do you feel when you wake up in the morning?
Does anything help you to feel more awake or wake up faster?








	Help to feel less poorly or unwell at school.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

	*Be aware of any existing medical conditions which may contribute to this*
How do you usually feel poorly or unwell?
How would you describe this?
How severe would you rate it from 1-10.
What might make you feel a little bit better?








	More support with my mental health needs which make it difficult to attend school.
[image: ]
	*Be aware of any existing medical conditions which may contribute to this*
Can you tell me more about that?
What might make you feel a little better in school?
What makes you feel worse in school?
Do you have any diagnoses which would be helpful for us to know about?






	More support with my physical health needs which make it difficult to attend school.
[image: ]
	*Be aware of any existing medical conditions which may contribute to this*
How would you describe your physical health needs?
How severe would you rate it from 1-10.
What might make you feel a little bit better or a little bit worse in school?
Do you have any diagnoses which would be helpful for us to know about?





	Make changes to the school environment (e.g., make it less noisy, busy or smelly).
[image: ]
	It may be helpful to draw a map of the school for this activity, to identify safe or difficult areas or hotspots.
Which bits of school are better?
What would you say is overwhelming? (e.g., noise, crowding, strong smells, lighting, size, navigation)
Is there anywhere in school that you like to spend time?
Is there anywhere in school that you try to avoid?



	Help me to have the right equipment for school.
[image: ]
[image: ]
	What are you missing? (e.g., stationery, uniform, lunch money)
What might help you with this?











	Do more activities or lessons that I enjoy in school.
[image: ]

	Talk me through/draw/write about a typical day at home for you.
What activities do you like to do?
Who do you like to spend time with?











	Help to feel safer in school.
[image: ]
	What makes you feel safe at home or school?
What makes you feel unsafe at home or school?
How safe would you say you feel at home from 1-10? How does this compare to how safe you feel at school?








	[image: ]There is something else.


	Is there anything else that we haven’t talked about?
What is important for the adults around you to know to help you?








Session 6 
Planning Alternatives Tomorrows with Hope (PATH) 
During the last session, the YP should be invited to create a PATH which is a creative planning tool to discuss the big dreams they have and through a solution focused lens, planning what steps can support them in achieving their dream. This activity is aimed to empower and motivate the young person to work towards actions created by themselves, and can also be shared with the professional network to support with the action plans outside of this intervention to support their wellbeing and education.
To complete this activity, an a2 or a3 paper is needed and lots of colouring pens! 
The following provides examples of a PATH with a prompt sheet to follow each of the steps. 
[image: PATH]
[image: Person centred planning using the PATH tool. | Support Plans (I-APDR, MSP's  & IEP's) | Kirklees SEND Local Offer]
PATH prompt questions
	INTRODUCTION
· We are going to think in detail about how to support you in the future.
· Using the PATH model- structured, step-by-step approach to focus our discussion. 

	THE DREAM
· A brief visualisation can help develop ideas. Ask X to close their eyes / look at a spot on the floor or paper and imagine their best thoughts for the future. Where they will be, who with, what are they doing: think people, places, and activities. “If you could have it all what would you see?” 
· Ask the person to describe their personal vision for the future.
· They might talk very generally about how they would like life to be different, or much more specifically about how they would like to live day-to-day.
· The facilitator may make suggestions but will always check back with the person. The dream guides and gives direction to the rest of the meeting.

	ONE YEAR FROM NOW
· The next step demands that X imagine that a year has passed and that they are back in the same room recollecting what has happened.
· “Imagine that today is [the date a year from today]. It’s been a really good year, when you look back and think how far you have come towards your dream what do you notice that says positive change has happened for you? What positive steps have you taken towards the dream? What has happened to you? When? How?” Encourage positive action focused points 
· They tell the adult what it is like to live in a better future, what events have taken place and what they have done to make the dream more of a reality
· Goals recorded have to be both positive and possible.

	NOW
· “Let’s move back to the present. We are standing and sitting in the ‘now’ and the ‘one year on’ has yet to happen – the ‘one year on’ now becomes our goal. How would you describe where you are now? What facts and figures do we know about the Now? How does it feel to be in the ‘Now’?” 
· The key is to capture a snapshot / summary of the present – 5 or 6 positive / negatives are all that is needed. Don’t go too deep. 

	ENROL/WHO
· “Who is needed to achieve / get closer to the dream? Who do you need to support you? Who can ‘open doors’?” Encourage the focus person to sign the column signalling committing to the journey. Include others (who may not be in the room) that are also needed – use roles if names are not known. 
· Sometimes there are people who could stand in the way of the goals. Their names are recorded so that a strategy can be developed for winning them over.

	BUILDING STRENGTH
· “Moving from where you are now to where you want to be will take energy and skills – what do you need to do to stay strong as you move along your path? What encourages you to achieve your goal? What weakens you – how can we prevent that happening” “What knowledge and skills do you most need to develop?” When are you at your best?”

	3 MONTHS ON
· Think about the next few months – what do you need to do? Be specific and identify who will do what.
· What can you achieve in the next 3 months to work towards the end of year goals?

	IMMEDIATE ACTIONS
· “Think about the next few days– what do you need to do? Be specific and identify who will do what.
· “Who is going to help you do that? When are you going to make that request?” 
· The ‘What, When and How’ words are useful. 
· “What is the first thing you will need to do?”

	CONCLUSION
· What does the PATH mean to you? 
· At the end of the session photos of the PATH are taken as a record and a review date agreed. 




If I find something difficult I can ask my teacher what to do


I feel a bit nervous but mostly excited


I have lots of energy


I am going to go to school positive so that I can get nearer to my goals



There are going to be loads of problems at school


I feel worried and a bit scared


I feel a bit sick. I've got a headache


I'm going to say I need to stay at home because I am ill



Worry about school


Stay at home


Miss learning


Miss friendships 


Feeling left-out



Feeling


Behaviour


Thinking 


2
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PREDICTION:

What do you think will
happen?

How will you know if

your prediction is
true?

EXPERIMENT:

What could you do to
test your prediction?

Where? When?

How will you know if
your prediction has
come true?

L

OUTCOME:
What happened?

Was your prediction
accurate?

RATE: how strongly
you believe it will
happen (0-100%):
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RELAX YOUR MUSCLES TO RELIEVE STRESS

Ease tension one muscle group at a time.

#DeStressMonday DeStressMonday.org
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The 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique

Ease your state of mind in stressful moments.

Acknowledge 5 things  Acknowledge 4 things  Acknowledge 3 things
that you can see that you can touch that you can hear
around you. around you. around you.

Acknowledge 2 things Acknowledge 1 thing
that you can smell that you can taste
around you. around you.
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